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ABSTRACT

In 1989, Eastern Kentucky University (EKU) implemented the University Writing
Requirement (UWR) as one of EKU's standards for graduation. The Kentucky Educational
Reform Act (KERA) was passed in 1990. The center piece of KERA was educational
accountability which is measured through a comprehensive assessment system now known as the
Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS). One component of this accountability
system has been the writing portfolio. Since 1991 all fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders in
Kentucky's public schools have been required to do the writing portfolio.

This study was conducted to determine whether the writing skills, as measured by the UWR,
of Kentucky high school graduates who underwent the CATS writing portfolios had improved as
compared to their peers in the past who did not do the writing portfolios. Specifically, the
objectives were to (a) compare the UWR scores of Pre-and post KERA students, and (b)
determine the significance of the difference.

The researchers randomly selected 50 UWR essays written by Kentucky's high school
graduates on a prompt, Spectators Sport, given in Fall 1989 (Pre-KERA). The same number of
essays on the same prompt given in Summer 1997 (post KERA) were also randomly selected. A
copy of each of the 100 essays was made to mask the effects of aging and to make all the essays
look exactly alike in their physical appearance. Four UWR trained and experienced readers were
asked to score the essays. Each essay was scored by two readers.

The means of the essays in the pre-KERA and post-KERA groups were computed and
subjected to t tests to determine the significance of the difference. No significant difference was
found at any level between the means of the two groups.
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The publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 created a nation-wide interest in improving
education at all levels. This report contributed to a variety of efforts directed to reform education
in the country. The Holmes Group and the Carnegie Foundation proposed different conceptual
and theoretical models of education. Subsequently, some colleges and departments of education
across the country underwent organizational and/or curricular changes.

At Eastern Kentucky University (EKU), a small group of faculty members, concerned about
the poor communication skills of the students, formed a committee. After a few years of
deliberations, this group, called the University Writing Requirement Committee, proposed a
University Writing Requirement (UWR) for all EKU students seeking a baccalaureate degree.
The proposal was approved by the appropriate authorities of the university. It was implemented
in 1989. All undergraduate degree students at Eastern Kentucky University are now required to
pass the University Writing Requirement (UWR).

The UWR is administered each semester including summer. Students are required to take the
UWR in the first semester following completion of 60 credit hours of course work. Transfer
students who transfer 60 credit hours or more must take the exam in the first semester of
enrollment. Students who fail the first attempt may retake the exam and continue taking courses
in the following semester(s) under certain conditions. (A complete copy of the UWR policy is
contained in Table1).

Insert Table 1 about here

The UWR consists of an essay written by the students on a prompt, which is created or
selected by the UWR Committee. Occasionally a prompt is repeated. Students are given a four-
page booklet with the prompt already printed on it. They are to identify themselves on the
booklets only by their social security numbers. Students have an hour to write the essay. The
essays are scored, according to a seven point rubric which is presented in Table 2, by a group of
faculty members who have been trained in holistic scoring. Each essay is read by the first reader
who records the score on the essay booklet. A secretary collects the booklets as they are read
and blocks the scores. The booklets are then given to the second reader who records the scores
on them. Each essay is scored by at least two readers and occasionally by a third reader when the
scores given by the first two readers are not contiguous. Two readers' scores are added and are
recorded on the booklets as the final scores. When an essay is read by three readers the average
of the scores is computed and multiplied by two. The total is recorded as the final score.

Insert Table 2 about here

The deliberations of UWR Committee and the implementation of UWR at EKU coincided
with a major event in the Commonwealth of Kentucky. In November, 1985, a complaint was filed
by 11 school districts in the Franklin Circuit Court in Kentucky challenging the equity and
adequacy of funds provided to individual school districts by the Commonwealth. The "Circuit
Court issued a judgment in October, 1988, stating that the General Assembly had failed to provide
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an efficient system of common schools, and that the system of school financing was inefficient, in
the constitutional sense, and discriminatory." (KDE, 1994)

"On appeal, the Kentucky Supreme Court issued an opinion in June, 1989, which held that the
system of common schools in Kentucky was unconstitutional." (KDE, 1994) In response to the
ruling of the highest court in the Commonwealth, the General Assembly embarked on
restructuring the entire public education system in Kentucky. It appointed a Task Force on
Education Reform in July, 1989, composed of the leadership of the House and Senate and
appointees of the governor. The recommendations of the Task Force resulted in House Bill 940,
which was approved by the 1990 General Assembly. The Kentucky Education Reform Act
(KERA) was signed by the governor on April 11, 1990.

One of the key provisions of KERA is accountability. A testing program, Kentucky
Instructional Retrieval Information System (KIRIS), made up of subject matter tests, performance
events, and portfolios (including the writing portfolio) were administered to students in the fourth,
eight, and twelfth grades during 1991-1992 school year to determine baseline data. "Portfolios
occupied a key place in KIRIS, both as a means of assessment that directly tapped student work
in classrooms, schools, and districts. Since the contents of the portfolios arose from student's
classroom work, the portfolio was the assessment component that most clearly reflected local
curriculum and instruction." (KDE, 2000) The statewide testing program, now known as the
Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS), continues to be administered each year
and is used for rewards and sanctions awarded to schools across the commonwealth. The Writing
Portfolio is now assessed in grades 4, 7, and 12.

The Writing Portfolio, designed by a committee of Kentucky English/Language Arts
educators, consists of a collection of students' written products in broad categories:

Personal experience writing;
Imaginative writing;
Reflective writing;
Trans-active writing for real-world purposes and audiences.

The Writing Portfolios are scored locally by school teachers who have been provided extensive
training in portfolio scoring. Six criteria are applied holistically to produce a single final judgment
which is Novice, Apprentice, Proficient, or Distinguish. The six criteria are:

Purpose/Audience Awareness
Idea development/Support;
Organization;
Sentence Structure and Variety;
Language (Word Choice and Usage); and,
Correctness (spelling, punctuation, and capitalization).

The statewide assessment system in Kentucky is designed to measure the schools' success in
the attainment of Kentucky's Academic Expectations. One of the Academic Expectations is that
all students should write for multiple purposes in multiple forms for a variety of audiences.
The Writing Portfolio is calculated to assess this Expectation.
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Purpose of the Study

This study was conducted to compare the writing skills, as measured by UWR, of Kentucky
high school graduates who had gone through CATS writing portfolio (post-KERA) with their
peers prior to the implementation of KERA. Specifically, the objectives were to (a) compare the
UWR. scores of pre-and post KERA students, and (b) determine the significance of the
difference. The null hypothesis was that there was no difference between the mean UWR scores
of the two groups of students.

Methodology
The researchers reviewed the UWR records to find a prompt which was used prior to the

enactment of KERA and which was repeated a few years after KERA. They found that Spectator
Sports (copy of the complete prompt is presented in Table 3) was used in Fall 1989 and again in
Spring of 1997. It was believed that the 1997 group of students included Kentucky high school
graduates who had completed the KERA writing portfolio in the twelfth grade. The researchers
went to the university archives and pulled out the UWR booklets, essays written by students in
Fall 1989 and Spring 1997. The 1989 group was designated as pre-KERA and the 1997 group
was designated as post-KERA.

Insert Table 3 about here

The researchers identified the social security numbers of Kentucky students and separated their
essay booklets from the total number of booklets for both years, 1989 and 1997. Of these, 50
booklets were randomly selected from each group. The social security numbers were recorded on
a data sheet for each of the two groups separately. The scores recorded on each essay booklet
and the dates were blocked. The booklets of the two groups were mixed together and a photo-
copy of each booklet was made in order to eliminate the effect of aging on the booklets and to
make them appear exactly alike.

A research grant was submitted to the University for paying the readers. Pending approval of
the grant, the researchers decided on the date of the scoring session and invited all the UWR
readers to volunteer. They were informed that this reading was for a research study and that they
may get paid contingent on the funding of the grant by the university. Six of them did. A scoring
session was held on May 6, 2000, and six faculty members (excluding the researchers) read and
scored the essays. Each essay was read by two readers, as is routinely done at UWR. No essay
had to be read by a third reader. The score assigned to an essay by the first reader was blocked,
just as is done at all regular UWR readings, before it was given to the second reader. The readers
were not told the details of the research or its design until after the reading had been completed.

The researchers added the scores given to each essay and computed the average of the scores
given by the two readers just as it is done at regular UWR. The essays of the1989 and 1997
groups were separated according to the social security numbers which had been recorded on the
data sheet prior to mixing the two groups.
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Data Analysis
The scores for both years were analyzed using statistical software. Summary statistics

forthe pre-KERA and post-KERA scores are given in Table 4.

Insert Table 4 about here

A two-sample t-test to compare the means for 1989 and 1997 was performed. The results are
summarized in Table 5. No significant difference between the means was found; the p-value of

0.48 is very large.

Insert Table 5 about here

A 95% confidence interval for upre - upo is even more informative: (-0.40, 0.84). Since it
can be said with 95% confidence that upre - t is between -0.40 and 0.84, it is clear that the two
population means are likely to be very close, possibly even equal to each other.

Discussion
Accountability is the center piece of Kentucky's educational reform. According to KERA,

"Successful schools will receive monetary rewards from the State; unsuccessful schools will be
required to develop plans for improvement. If a school's student performance declines
significantly, it may be declared a school in crisis. Students attending schools in crisis may
transfer to more successful schools and distinguished educators will be assigned to assist schools
needing to improve.

These schools will develop an improvement plan and qualify for implementation funds from the
Commonwealth School Improvement Fund." (KRS 158.6455; 158.782; 158.805)
The CATS assessment is taken extremely seriously by every school in Kentucky because of the
high stakes attached to it. Teachers spend an inordinate amount of time assisting the students
write and rewrite their portfolio entries. Students are stressed out because of the demands made
of them to do their Writing Portfolios well.

Given the amount of instructional time spent on the Writing Portfolios, the results of this
study were surprising to the researchers. Some factors may account for these surprising results.
Grade level students write their portfolio entries on topics of their own choice. They have no
time limit to write these entries. They have access to the spell check, grammar check, thesaurus,
etc. They write their portfolio entries in their own natural classroom or home environment. They
receive unlimited help from their peers, parents, and teachers in writing their portfolio entries. On
the other hand, the UWR is highly structured. Students are required to write an essay on a given
prompt. They also have a one-hour time limit. It is possible that under these structured
circumstances they are not able to organize their thoughts and demonstrate their ability to express
them in writing adequately.

One goal of KERA was to provide one personal computer per six pupils in every school in
the state. Kentucky has not fully met this goal yet but it is leading the nation in the number of
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personal computers available in classrooms. It is probable that Kentucky's high school graduates
have become totally dependent on technology with regards to their writing mechanics. They have
not really learned to write.

The UWR scoring guide is more specific than the criteria applied in portfolio scoring. The
Writing Portfolio criteria serve as the standard. It is possible that this standard is not sharp
enough to adequately teach writing skills to students. Hence, no difference is seen in the mean
UWR scores of pre-and post KERA high school graduates of Kentucky.

Since 1985, Kentucky has had a New Teacher Internship Program. After graduation, during
the first year of teaching, all new teachers are observed by a team of three including a teacher
educator. The senior author been serving as a teacher educator on the new teacher internship
committees every year. As such she spends a lot of time in schools. She reads lesson plans
submitted by the new teacher interns. She reads the portfolio required of every new teacher
intern. Regularly, she sees new teachers who are not familiar with word usage. They are
deficient in applying rules of grammar. She also teaches three graduate courses a semester. And,
all of our graduate students are full time teachers. Every semester there are students who make
one wonder how they ever passed English 101. Teachers who have not learned the writing skills
themselves cannot teach these skills to their students. It is probable that Kentucky students are
receiving inappropriate instruction.

The Portfolio Scores of Kentucky students show a steady improvement. These portfolios are
scored by their own teachers. The Kentucky Department of Education has provided training to
the teachers in portfolio scoring. The department also conducts a limited portfolio audits. The
UWR essays are not scored by students' own teachers. This may have some bearing on the
results of this study.

Conclusions
From the results of this study, it appears that there are no differences in the writing skills

of pre- and post-KERA students, as measured by the UWR. It should be noted that the post-
KERA students in the study had completed only the high school writing portfolio. It is assumed
that students completing the writing portfolio at the elementary, middle, and high school levels
may indeed show improvement in their writing skills. This study needs to be replicated in the
future to test this hypothesis.

References

Department of Education. 2000. The KIRIS Accountability Cycle 3 Technical Report.
Eastern Kentucky University. The 1999-2001 Undergraduate Catalog.
Legislative Research Commission. The Kentucky Education Reform Act. 1994 Edition.
National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The imperative for
educational reform. Washington, D. C.: U. S. Government Printing Office.



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

TM032142

RIC

Title: Pre. v Po sk" C- RA Sl-cAci 0.457 1jY;.1-Ak

Author(s): 3)YS QA 15 AR SuL:rekLtik cr LISA KAY
Corporate Source: MS ERA ct-k,4

k. tcrtLiig-r Ll
Publication Date:

NvoNI- 15 Dti O

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available tousers in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

1

Level 1

151(

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting Check here for Level 2A release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or other reproduction and dissemination In microfiche and in

ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and paper electronic media for ERIC archival collection
copy. subscribers only

Sign

please

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 28 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2B

n
Check here for Level 2B release, permitting

reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as Indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
if permission to reproduce Is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

44.10,
Signature::

OfganizatioNAddressloe sre,,e..A.,,,A vices,es.t
4...-1.4_4"0,41G1 Ihrti V .

K Cc-A-1-1-7..-v5N-rs-4P 14Y tt4 vr..5

Printed Name1Positionfritle:

QX(SA.R S u a Pr 3(7

. 4-04IrtN-421.-4-14440t
E-MailAddress:
C4444 S Vesi 63-141

Date:pla LSD

Exu. E,9(1 (over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL' OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:
If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name andaddress:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the follogtgefilmMuse
HoUSE ON ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND
1129 SHRIVER LAB

COLLEGE PARK, MD 20742-5701
ATTN: ACQUISITIONS

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document beingcontributed) to:

EFF -088 (ReV.,2/2000), ":

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-552-4700
e -mail: micfaclaineted.gov

WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com

4

4


